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1
SYSTEM FOR EXPORTABLE GRAPHICAL
DESIGNS WITH INTERACTIVE LINKED
COMMENTS BETWEEN DESIGN AND
PLAYBACK ENVIRONMENTS

CROSS-REFERENCE TO RELATED
APPLICATIONS

This application is a continuation of U.S. patent applica-
tion Ser. No. 14/201,161, filed Mar. 7, 2014, which claims the
benefit of U.S. Provisional Application No. 61/905,846, filed
Nov. 18, 2013, which are both incorporated by reference
herein in their entirety.

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

Complex interactive graphical designs require collabora-
tion among numerous professionals with wide ranging skill
sets. As the complexity of these designs increase, the number
of stakeholders involved in the design increases along with
the level of specialization they each exhibit. It is therefore of
increasing importance for design tools to facilitate a liquid
and frictionless flow of information between each member of
the collaborative team so that each stakeholder can apply their
skills to the design process while the team remains focused on
a common understanding of what the final design will be.

Along with diverging specialties, teams expect to be pro-
vided with an environment for fluid collaboration even when
the team members are located in diverse geographical loca-
tions. Design tools currently approach this problem by pro-
viding stakeholders with the ability to add notes to a design
for later review by other members of the team. For example,
aproject manager can instruct a graphical design professional
on the team to modify the appearance of an image they pro-
duced while a graphical designer can instruct an interface
specialist to make the image appear in a light box when a
button in the design is selected. The graphical designer and
interface specialist could then each enter the design at a later
time, read the content of the notes, and edit the design as
instructed.

Design tools have previously facilitated collaboration
through various approaches. Simple graphical designs tools,
such as those used for producing text documents, can allow
for collaboration through the introduction of comments and
specialized notation systems for tracking changes. More
complex design tools, such as those used to edit the design of
a web site, allow for collaboration through the use of'a com-
ment pane that can appear along the side of a web page as it is
being rendered in a browser. The comment pane allows mul-
tiple users to communicate textually regarding the design. For
example, one user may view the design and add a comment on
one aspect of the design which is then read by a second user.

An example of a collaborative tool for commenting on an
interactive graphical design in the specific context of a web-
site design can be described with reference to web browser
screen 100 in FIG. 1. The web browser illustrated in FIG. 1 is
serving as a player to provide a rendering of the design in
design interaction interface 101. This particular browser
includes a note interface 102 with a note display interface 103
and an add note interface 104. In this tool, a particular stake-
holder in the design is able to add “pins™ to the design such as
pin 105 by clicking on button 106 in the add note interface
104. The stakeholder can then click on a portion of the page to
add the pin to the rendering of the design and then enter a note
in note display interface 103 that is associated with the pin. In
the illustrated example, a security expert stakeholder has
added a pin to the design in order to express her interest in

20
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modifying the password field so the password does not show
up as the user enters it. Another stakeholder in the design, for
example a software developer, can view the comment pro-
vided by the security expert and act on the comment at a later
time. In this manner, an environment for collaborative design
efforts between the stakeholders is provided.

SUMMARY OF INVENTION

In one embodiment, a system comprises a graphical design
environment that provides a drag and drop interface to a user.
The user can add a widget to a design using the drag and drop
interface. The system also comprises a note interface in the
graphical design environment that displays a note field for
accepting a text string from the user. The system also com-
prises a design player that renders the design. The system also
comprises a discussion interface that: (i) is displayed in the
design player consistently with the design; (ii) displays the
text string from the user as a note; and (iii) accepts a comment
from a second user regarding the note. The system also com-
prises a data store accessible to the graphical design environ-
ment and the design player. The comment is displayed in the
graphical design environment after being accepted in the
discussion interface. The comment and a second comment are
delivered to the user via email after the comment is accepted
in the discussion interface. The text string is stored in the data
store, and is restricted such that it can only be edited by a
predetermined set of users.

In another embodiment, a system comprises a graphical
design environment that provides a drag and drop interface to
a user. The user can add a widget to a design using the drag
and drop interface. The system also comprises a note interface
in the graphical design environment that displays a note field
for accepting a text string from the user. The system also
comprises a design player that renders the design. The system
also comprises a discussion interface that: (i) is displayed in
the design player consistently with the design; (ii) displays
the text string from the user as a note; and (iii) accepts a
comment regarding the note from a second user. The system
also comprises a data store accessible to the graphical design
environment and the design player. The system also com-
prises a scrollbar for the discussion interface. The scrollbar
allows the second user to scroll through a set of notes that are
associated with the design while viewing a fixed portion of
the design. The set of notes includes the note. The comment is
displayed in the graphical design environment after being
accepted in the discussion interface. The comment is deliv-
ered to the user via email after being accepted in the discus-
sion interface. The text string is stored in the data store.

In another embodiment, a computer-implemented method
comprises generating a graphical design environment for a
user. The graphical design environment enables the user to
specify a design and add a widget to the design. The method
also comprises receiving a text string from the user via the
design environment. The text string is stored as anote ina data
store. The method also comprises generating an instantiation
of the design for rendering in a design player as a rendered
design. The rendered design includes the note. The method
also comprises receiving a second text string from a second
user via the design player. The second text string is stored as
a comment on the note in the data store. The method also
comprises displaying the comment in the graphical design
environment after the comment is received in the design
player in the receiving step. The method also comprises deliv-
ering the comment and a second comment to the user via
email after the comment is received in the design player in the
receiving step. The data store is accessible to both the design
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player and the graphical design environment. The text string
is restricted such that it can only be edited by a predetermined
set of users.

In additional embodiments, various methods and systems
for collaborating on the specification of an interactive graphi-
cal design are provided. For example, messages can be sent to
stakeholders in the design when comments or notes are
added. As another example, the state of the design can be
saved when a comment or note is added to the design and
saved to facilitate collaboration at a later time. The state of the
design can be saved in an abstracted form such as by saving an
image of'the design’s state. The state of the design can also be
saved in the form of executable code that can be used to render
the state of the design in a player at a later time. Numerous
additional embodiments for facilitating the collaborative
specification of an interactive graphical design are provided
in the detailed description below.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

FIG. 1 illustrates a note interface for commenting on web
pages that is in accordance with the related art.

FIG. 2a-d illustrate various instantiations of a design in a
design environment and a player that can be used to describe
the flow chart in FIG. 3.

FIG. 3 illustrates a computer-implemented method for
facilitating the addition of comments for the design of an
interactive graphical design.

FIG. 4 illustrates a computer system that can be used in
combination with the method in FIG. 3.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE
EMBODIMENTS

Reference now will be made in detail to embodiments of
the disclosed invention, one or more examples of which are
illustrated in the accompanying drawings. Each example is
provided by way of explanation of the present technology, not
as a limitation of the present technology. In fact, it will be
apparent to those skilled in the art that modifications and
variations can be made in the present technology without
departing from the spirit and scope thereof. For instance,
features illustrated or described as part of one embodiment
may be used with another embodiment to yield a still further
embodiment. Thus, it is intended that the present subject
matter covers all such modifications and variations within the
scope of the appended claims and their equivalents.

FIGS. 2a-d display a design environment 200 and a design
player 210 that can be referred to when describing a set of
computer-implemented methods that are in accordance with
method 300 in FIG. 3. Method 300 begins with step 301 in
which a design environment is provided for a user. The user
can be a stakeholder of a graphical design such as a product
manager, graphic designer, software developer, security
expert, interface specialist, or design environment specialist.
The design environment can be generated through the user of
processing system 401 in FIG. 4 and one of the users can be
user 403 in FIG. 4. The design environment allows a user to
specify a graphical design and add widgets to the design.

In FIG. 2a, design environment 200 is show displaying a
portion of design 201 in a design interface 202. A user can add
widgets to design 201 by dragging and dropping widgets
from widget specification interface 203 into design interface
202. The user can also add widgets to design interface 202
using short cut keys or a right mouse click and selection from
apop up menu. Such actions are in accordance with steps 302
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and 303 in FIG. 3 in which a widget placement command is
received from a user and a widget is placed in the design in
response to that command.

Design environment 200 may display a widget specifica-
tion interface in many different forms. For example, the wid-
get specification interface could take up separate regions of
design environment 200 or be limited to a single contiguous
location. As another example, the widget specification inter-
face could be displayed permanently as part of the design
environment interface or could only be displayed in response
to an input from the user to trigger the display of the widget
specification interface in whole or in part. The widget speci-
fication interface could include a widget tool bar from which
widgets could be selected and dragged into design interface
202. In the context of web design, the widget could be a
button, a menu, a text field, a text box, a display window, a
link, or any other design element for a web page.

Properties of individual widgets can be specified in widget
property specification interface 204. As illustrated, the abso-
lute position of the widget, the name of the widget, and two
properties can be specified in widget property specification
interface 204. The widget property specification interface can
switch its contents in real time as a user selects different
widgets in design interface 202. The widget that is currently
selected can be offset visually from the other widgets in the
design by surrounding the widget with a selection reticle or by
altering the transparency or opacity of the selected widget
relative to the other elements in the design. As illustrated, text
field 205 is the currently selected widget which is shown by
the selection reticle 206 and the fact that widget property
specification interface 204 is populated with the values speci-
fied for the properties of text field 205. The widget property
specification interface can also be linked to the selected wid-
get via the display of numbered footnotes displayed on the
widget and display in widget property specification interface
204.

Method 300 continues with step 304 in which a text string
is received from a user for a notation field of a note linked to
a widget. The text string can be received via routing system
404 in FIG. 4. The text string can be stored in memory 402 in
a data structure in which the widget and the note have been
linked. The link between the widget and the note can be
created after the widget has been instantiated in memory 402
by receiving a command from the user to associate the widget
with a note. However, the widget and note can also be simul-
taneously instantiated in memory 402 such that there is no
need to associate the note and the widget. In situations in
which notes can exist separately from widgets, the note could
be associated with the design and not be associated with any
of the particular widgets in the design.

In FIG. 2a, design environment 200 includes a note inter-
face 207. In this example, note interface 207 is a part of
widget specification interface 203. However, note interface
207 can occupy a separate portion of design environment 200.
In large part, note interface 207 can exhibit the same display
characteristic as widget specification interface 203 in that, for
example, note interface 207 could only display notes associ-
ated with a currently selected widget. The note interface can
also simultaneously display all notes associated with a design
or a single page of the design. The note interface could have
a scroll bar or other interface element for allowing a user to
scan through the multiple notes that may be present in the
interface.

As illustrated, note 208 is linked to text field 205 as indi-
cated by selection reticle 206. Notes can be linked to widgets
via other symbols such as an alpha numeric footnote that
would appear in proximity to both the note and widget. For
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example, a footnote with the number 1 could appear in the
corner of text field 205 and in note interface 207 near note
208. Notes can also be linked to widgets via lines drawn
across design environment 200 from the note to the widget.
The lines or symbols can appear as soon as text is entered into
the note or once a return key or other input is received from the
user to indicate completion of the text entry. The input could
be the selection of any point in design environment 200 that is
not in note interface 207. Such approaches would be best
suited to situations where notes were inherent properties of
widgets in the design environment such that widgets already
had notes even before receiving an input from the user to
associate them with a note.

In FIG. 2a the note interface includes a blank field 209
where a text string for an additional note can be added. A user
can then enter a text string into the notation field to create a
note. As notes are populated by inputs from users, additional
blank fields can be provided for additional notes to be added.
Numerous notes can be added to note interface 207 in this
fashion. The note interface could also be limited to a set
number of notation fields that can be filled with text strings
received from users.

The notation fields can accept other kinds of inputs in
addition to basic text strings. For example, the notation field
can accept text strings with rich formatting. The notation
fields could also accept hyperlinks and include automatic text
editing features such as automatic spell check and the auto-
matic instantiation of a hyperlink if text is entered that would
indicate the text was likely a hyperlink. The notation field
could also allow users to enter files for attachment. For
example, the users could attach an image file representing the
current state of the design when the note was edited. As
another example, users could attach video files that illustrate
how they envision the interactive features of the design to take
place. As another example, users could attach files that
include instructions for rendering a series of interactions in a
player such as a web browser. The instructions could allow a
user to “play” a rendering of an interactive session in which a
hypothetical viewer interacted with the design in a particular
manner. The design would then be rendered as if it were under
the control of a viewer interfacing with the design in that
particular manner. The user that was “playing” the rendering
could then pause the playback and interact with the design
from that point in the playback. As a result, the experience of
the user would diverge from the experience of the hypotheti-
cal viewer from that point onward.

In FIG. 2a there is no prompt in blank field 209 to indicate
what the contents of the note should be. As such, blank field
209 can serve as a receptacle for any statements regarding the
design that a user wanted to enter to create a note. The note
interface can also have prompts for text fields for particular
kinds of notes to be added to design 201. For example, each
note could include a note field for the priority of the widget in
terms of how important the widget is for the overall design, a
note field to indicate the stakeholder that is responsible for
taking care of the widget in the design, a note field to indicate
the benefit that will be provided by the widget, a note field to
indicate the status of the widget in the overall project, a note
field to provide a description of the widget, a note field to
describe how the widget should be changed, and a note field
to describe how the widget should appear and behave when
finalized. The note interface can also have prompts for pull
down menus for particular kinds of notes to be added to
design 201. In these situations, the prompts will be for note
entries that have a limited number of common responses that
can be foreseen by the developer of the tool. For example, the
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prompt could be “Priority” and the pull down menu could
include the following selections: “High,” “Medium,” “Low,”
and “Custom.”

In FIG. 2a, note 208 includes an icon that indicates the
identity of the user that added the note. The identity can be
drawn from a database of user identities and can be accessed
as soon as a user logs in to the design tool. Thereafter, design
environment 200 would assign the identity of the logged in
user to any note that was added during the current session.
Users could also assign their identity to a note after the note
was created by selecting their identity from a pull down menu
or by typing their user name into a text field. The identifier for
the note could include a text string representing the user, an
image of the user, or any other symbol that could be used to
distinguish the user from other stakeholders in the design
process. The text string representing the user could be the
user’s name and could also include an indication of the class
of stakeholder to which the user belongs. For example, the
text string could be “John Smith” or “John Smith—Graph-
ics.”

Method 300 continues with step 305 in which an instantia-
tion of the design is generated for rendering in a player as a
rendered design. Generation step 305 could involve the cre-
ation of a coded representation of the design through an
export process. The coded representation serves to effectively
export the design from the design environment because the
coded representation can exist and be rendered apart from the
design environment. The coded representation could also be
exported and saved to a memory and then later on be retrieved
for rendering in a player. Generation step 305 could also
involve the real time use of the code used to render the design
in design environment 200 to serve a rendering of the design
to the player from a web server. In this way, the design could
be used to render an end user experience without generating
an intermittent coded representation of the design. In situa-
tions where the design was exported and stored as an inter-
mittent coded representation, the rendered design would not
comprise widgets but would instead comprise coded repre-
sentations of those widgets. However, in the remainder of the
discussion the term “widget” will be used to encompass both
widgets and coded representations of widgets when used in
the context of a rendered design rather than a design in the
tool. In any of these situations, the instantiation of the design
that is rendered would include a note that was added while the
design was being specified in the design environment.

In the context of the design of web pages, the player could
be an external player such as a standard web browser and the
instantiation of the design could be a markup and style sheet
language description of the design. In this situation, the note
could be included in the markup description of the design or
it could be included in a script that was referenced by the
markup description. The player could also be a reader that is
part of the overall design tool such that the design environ-
ment 200 and the player were designed to access a common
database from which the design tool could allow users to
specify the design and from which the reader could allow
viewers to view the design. The player could operate on a
design with a proprietary format and be used specifically for
playing designs from design environment 200. The player
could also be aweb browser with an add-on that is specifically
designed to render notes created in design environment 200
such that the add-on was used to render the notes along-side
the rendering of the design in the unmodified web browser.

In FIG. 25, design 201 is rendered as rendered design 211
in design player 210. Note 208 from note interface 207 is
displayed as note 213 in discussion interface 212. Discussion
interface 212 allows viewers of the design to add notes to
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discuss the design. The discussion interface 212 can be dis-
played consistently with the rendered design, or it can appear
in design player 210 when an icon is selected with a mouse
click or upon entry of a display command using a different
user interface. The discussion interface can also include a live
chat interface 214 that can allow multiple viewers to discuss
the design. Live chat interface 214 can exhibit many of the
characteristics of standard instant messaging service that are
currently available. The external player can include various
features such as a video chat feature, the ability for viewers to
share multiple documents, the ability for viewers to share
their screens, and the ability for viewers to exchange which
viewer is controlling the design.

Discussion interface 212 can also include a button 215 that
can be selected to allow viewers to add additional notes to the
design. When selected, button 215 can trigger the appearance
of'a pop up window allowing the viewer to enter a text string
or attach files that will comprise the contents of the note. The
note can then be generically linked to the design or it can be
associated with a specific widget. The note can be associated
with a widget by placing the rendered design 211 into a state
where selection of a widget by a viewer indicates the user’s
intention to associate the note with the widget. The design can
be placed in this state when the discussion interface 212 is
first displayed, as soon as button 215 is selected, or when a
separate interface element is selected in the pop up window.
After selecting the interface element in the pop up window,
the next click from the viewer could associate the note with
the widget on which the user clicked. The pop up window
could also have an indicator for finalizing the note such as a
“Complete” or “Submit” button. If a viewer selected this
button before associating the note with a widget, the note
would be linked to the design in general and not be linked to
any specific widget.

The discussion interface could also allow users to add
comments to the notes. These comments could appear within
the graphical space set off for the note and be indented or be
in a smaller font to set them off from the original note. The
comments could be added by selecting a button displayed in
the note area or could be added any time a user selected the
note and began inputting text. The identity of the viewer
entering the comment could also be added to the note in order
to keep track of who was adding information to the note. The
identifiers for the viewers that entered the comments can
mirror the identifiers for the stakeholders that entered the
original note as described above. For example, the comments
could be identified using a text string of the stakeholders
name and may also include the class of stakeholder to which
that particular stakeholder belongs.

The use of comments added to specific notes would exhibit
certain benefits over requiring viewers to add additional notes
to the design because comments relating to the same note are
thereby collaboratively sorted with little effort on the part of
the various stakeholders involved in the project. Multiple
comments can be added to the note in order to facilitate
multiple layers of collaborative effort directed to the widget in
question. Also, comments can be added to comments to create
comment threads which would be particularly useful for
channeling and organizing multiple conversations regarding
a widget. As illustrated, the comment added by the security
expert was in direct response to the note provided by the
designer from within the design environment while the com-
ment added by the interface expert may trigger the next step
in the design flow by suggesting an alternative modificationto
the widget. In this way, the comments added to a note can
respond to the stakeholder that initiated the conversation
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through the creation of the note, and can also push the design
process further by continuing the conversation.

Viewers do not need to be simultaneously viewing a design
in order for these comments to be shared with all of the
stakeholders in the design process. For example, the security
expert on the team could have added their comment while
viewing the design and the comment would appear in ren-
dered design 211 the next time a viewer accessed the design
for rending in the player. In the illustrated situation, the next
viewer was an interface expert that was able to add a comment
regarding additional modifications to the widget in the same
conversation. The application of both comments to this note is
beneficial because they are both modifications that might be
made by the same stakeholder. If the interface expert had
wanted to add information relating to a different aspect of the
design, such as a question for the project manager regarding
whether or not the password field should even be on the
current page, the interface expert could have added an addi-
tional note by pressing button 215 to start an additional con-
versation.

Allowing stakeholders to view and add comments to notes
in a player offers several benefits. First, with more complex
designs, not every stakeholder may have the necessary tools
for editing certain aspects of the design. In other words, not
every stakeholder may have access to design environment
200 or have the wherewithal to understand how the design
works unless it is being rendered in a player. Returning to the
example of web site design, certain non-technical stakehold-
ers may only have access to, or be proficient in the use of, a
web browser while they do not have experience with or access
to the more complex design tools used by technical stakehold-
ers for specifying a web site design. As a result, the appear-
ance of the design in either the tool or the viewer may be very
different and comments directed to the appearance of the
design in the external player might not be relevant to a viewer
of'the design in the design environment and vice versa. Allow-
ing for the addition of comments in the external viewer allows
non-technical stakeholders to conveniently add information
to the design process in context which facilitates their review
and deploys that information in a manner that is tightly bound
to the continuing flow of the design process.

Note 213 is illustrated as having two comments with basic
text string inputs. However, comments can, in large part,
mirror the content of the notes themselves as described above.
For example, the comments can include hyperlinks and text
with rich formatting. The comments can also include hyper-
links to a version of the design being rendered in a particular
state to which the comment is relevant. The comments can
also include image file attachments illustrating a point to
which the comment is directed. The image could be of an
alternative way for the design to be configured. The com-
ments can also include the “playbacks” mentioned above with
reference to the notes that can be used to illustrate a specific
rendering of the design.

Notes and comments can be displayed in the external
player in various ways. As illustrated in FIG. 25, the com-
ments can appear directly underneath a note and be collected
into one unified graphically distinct unit in the discussion
interface 212. Notes can also include an expansion icon that
can be selected to alternatively hide or display the comments
to the note in order to limit the amount of information that is
presented on the screen. The comments can also include an
identifier for the viewer that entered the comment, and dif-
ferent text effects or fonts can be applied to distinguish which
particular viewer or which class of stakeholder made each
comment.
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Notes and comments can include various states and status
indicators to facilitate management of action items associated
with the notes and comments. The notes and comments can be
restricted such that they can only be edited by specific stake-
holders or a specific class of stakeholders. The notes and
comments can also be deleted, and can be restricted so that
only a specific stakeholder or a specific class of stakeholders
can delete the note or comment. The individual notes and
comments can also include selectable icons to indicate that
the comment should be closed because it is not currently
relevant or has been addressed by the appropriate stakeholder.
Access to these icons may be restricted to particular stake-
holders and the viewer or user that creates the note can deter-
mine which stakeholders should have access to close their
particular comment or note. Once closed, the comments
could be capable of being reopened if the icon is selected a
second time. The restrictions mentioned above can be set on
a global basis by a system administrator stakeholder or they
can be set by the user or viewer that creates the note or
comment. The individual notes and comments could also
include selectable icons that would allow stakeholders to
apply different statuses to their comments and notes. For
example, a stakeholder could click on a pull down menu icon
and selected a red flag icon to indicate that the comment or
note is urgent. The appearance of the comment or note could
change in response to the selection of the comment or notes
status. For example, setting the priority of a comment to
urgent could change the appearance of the note such that the
entire note was outlined in red. As another example, setting
the priority of a comment to urgent could change the appear-
ance of the comment so that the comment text appeared
highlighted in red. The individual notes and comments could
also include selectable icons that would allow stakeholders to
determine which class of stakeholders needed to be alerted to
the comment. For example, a viewer could select a “security
expert” or “graphical designer” class for the comment or note
in which case the appearance of the note could change to
reflect this such as appearing in blue highlighting if the “secu-
rity expert” class was selected. Selection of the class of stake-
holders or individual stakeholder to which the comment
applies could also trigger the delivery of messages to that
particular stakeholder or class of stakeholders as described
below.

The relationship of notes and widgets can be shown
through any kind of visual indicator. As illustrated, the link
between note 213 and text field 205 is shown by line 216.
However, other indicators can be used such as matching num-
bered alphanumeric footnotes or a matching reticle surround-
ing the note and widget simultaneously. Essentially any indi-
cator used to show a link between a note and a widget in the
design environment can also show a link between a note and
a widget in the external player and vice versa. However, and
as shown by the figures, the same type of indicator does not
need to be used in both situations. Furthermore, as described
below, it is possible to display a single note at a time in which
case the relationship of the note and the widget can be illus-
trated without indicators as the relationship is implied by the
common display of' both the widget and note at the same time.

The indicators may only appear when certain notes are
selected, or the visual indicators may be permanently dis-
played. For example, the discussion interface 212 could
include a scroll bar for moving through the comments and
only the notes that were currently displayed on the screen
would include visual indicators linking them to widgets in the
design. A separate visual indicator such as a highlighted
outline around the note could indicate that the widget to
which the note applies was not currently being displayed in
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the rendered design. In these instances, a hyperlink could be
automatically added to the note that would link to a rendering
in which the widget did appear. A note related to a widget can
also appear whenever a viewer hovers their mouse over an
icon such as note icon 217. In these situations, only the notes
that are associated with the widget to which the note icon is
attached will be displayed. This approach s illustrated in FIG.
2¢ in which note 213 appears as a separate pop up window
when a viewer hovers their mouse 218 over note icon 217.
Note 213 could also remain in a set location such as within
discussion interface 212. In these approaches, the note con-
tent of discussion interface 212 would change based on which
icon was currently selected or had most previously been
selected via a mouse click or hover action. Note icon 217
could be present continuously with rendered design 211 or it
could be displayed when the design was switched into a
different state in which note icons were rendered along with
the design.

Method 300 continues with step 306 in which the design
information flow is completed. To this end, a second instan-
tiation of the design is generated for editing in the design
environment. The second instantiation can be generated by
processing system 401 in FIG. 4. The second instantiation can
include a comment added to a note when the design was being
rendered in the player. In effect, the note will have been
generated in the design tool, commented on in the viewer, and
then returned to the design tool.

The ability of the note to flow through the cycle from
design environment to player and back produces certain ben-
efits. As mentioned previously, not all stakeholders will have
access to, or be proficient in, the use of the design environ-
ment so they will only be able to review and comment on the
design using a player. However, the comments made by the
stakeholders in the player will in large part need to be acted
upon by a user in the design environment. The passage of the
note and comments back into the design tool therefore creates
a more liquid design communication process because the
users of the design tool are able to access comments made in
the player while they are operating the design tool. Also, the
specification of a design is generally an iterative process in
which changes are made by users in the design tool and
stakeholders suggest modifications on those changes etc. As
the comments are able to survive a full cycle of the design
tool, they are then able to accompany the design through this
iterative process and provide a framework for which the con-
versation regarding the necessary iterations can be organized
and sorted. Stakeholders will be able to track this processina
straight forward manner and recall the motivation for certain
changes in the design. This can provide context to the users as
they are making the next step of design changes. For example,
a user will avoid changing the design to a condition that was
previously rejected by other stakeholders which will elimi-
nate unnecessary cycles of the design process.

FIG. 2d displays design environment 200 in which the
comments added to note 208 appear in widget specification
interface 203. As illustrated, this cycle of the design process
has been completed. The user was able to mark the note
completed, which in this instance results in the note and
comment being displayed in struck out text. As seen in design
201, the user incorporated the design changes requested by
the security expert by changing the password text field such
that it doesn’t display entered text and also incorporated the
change requested by the security expert by offsetting the
password text box and text field from the rest of the fields.
Note 208 could also disappear when marked completed and
only be shown if an overarching control such as “Show Com-
pleted Notes™ was selected in a properties or setting menu.
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Instead of marking the note as completed, the user could
also have marked the individual comments completed while
keeping the note open. The user could then have added an
additional comment to the note reminding the security expert
and interface expert to check to see if the changes were
acceptable. In this way, specific methods that are in accor-
dance with method 300 allow for a flexible and iterative
design process that allows stakeholders to continuously stay
informed regarding how the design flow is progressing and
what their responsibilities are for moving the process for-
ward.

The comments and notes can be stored in a database that is
common to both the design environment and the player. In
these situations, the comments and notes can appear in real
time in the design environment and the player. As a result,
viewers and users can be modifying and commenting on the
design simultaneously as one stakeholder operates the design
tool and the other views the design in a player. In other
approaches, notes, comments, and modifications to the
design made in the design environment need to be affirma-
tively pushed by the viewer or user to be added to the common
database. In other approaches, the instantiation of the design
that is being rendered in an external player is converted back
into an encoded a format for being operated on in the design
environment. For example, a markup language encoding of
an exported design can be converted back into an instantiation
in the format used by the design environment along with any
comments and notes that have been added to the design since
the markup language was initially produced. The converted
instantiation can then be saved to a disk and imported back
into the design environment. The notes and comments can be
included in the markup language encoding of the design or
they can be stored separately with an indication of where they
are relevant in the design and then be linked back to the design
as part of the importing process.

Additional features facilitate the general flow of informa-
tion between various stakeholders and the interactive design
process that is provided by method 300 as described above.
The state of the design as a comment or note is added can be
saved and attached to the comment or note in various formats.
Links in the comments or notes can draw the user or viewer to
the point of the design related to the content of the comment
or note. Messages regarding the addition of comments or
notes to the design can be pushed to various stakeholders by
users and viewers and those stakeholders can configure a
subscription to the design process by which various changes
to the design, comments, and notes can be automatically sent
to them.

Whenever a note or comment is added to the design, the
current state of the design as it is being specified or rendered
can be saved. This saved version of the design or design
rendering can then be linked to the comment or note in
memory to be recalled at a later time. These states can then be
accessed via documents attached to the comments or notes or
via links that are placed in the comments or notes. For
example, the state could be an image file showing how the
design rendering appeared at the time the comment or note
was added. The image file could also include additional mark-
ings such as with a standard graphical editing tool that a user
or viewer is able to open as soon as the comment or note is
added to the design. For example, a viewer could add a com-
ment describing how they wanted the design to appear, trigger
the graphical editing tool to appear, draw on an image of the
design, and then save the edited image so that it is easily
accessible to anyone that views the note or comment at a later
time. Viewers can also record a portion of their interaction
with the design and store the playback with the note or com-
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ment as an attachment added to the note or comment or a link
added to the note or comment. Users and viewers can also
insert links in the notes or comments that link the note to a
portion of the design to which the comment relates to. This
linking function can also be aided by the design tool. For
example, a menu widget may appear in the design tool in
various states based on which aspect of the menu widget is
being edited. If a user in the viewer adds a note or comment
regarding a submenu link that only appears when the menu is
in a given state, a link can be added to the note or comment to
place the widget in that state in the design tool so that the user
can click the link and immediately begin editing that aspect of
the widget.

The approaches described in the previous paragraph
exhibit various benefits. In particular, the saved states, and
easy access thereto provided by attachments and links, allow
the comments and notes to remain relevant regardless of how
the design changes. As the interactive graphical design goes
through various design iterations it may be difficult for sub-
sequent viewers and users to understand what a prior stake-
holder was referring to when they added a comment because
there comment might no longer be relevant to the current state
of the design. However, by including quickly accessible
information that describes the state of the design when the
comment was made, subsequent viewers and users can more
easily put the notes and comments into context and under-
stand the intent of the note or comment. These benefits are
particularly relevant to the field of interactive graphical
designs because a comment may only be relevant to the
design after a number of interactions have been performed
and displaying the comments without having put the design in
a state that reflects the design after receiving those interac-
tions would not provide context to the user.

Stakeholders may receive messages regarding the addition
of comments, notes, or design changes to the design. For
example, a stakeholder may receive a daily email describing
all of the changes that happened in the previous day. As
another example, a stakeholder may receive instant messages
regarding changes as they are occurring. The messages can be
pushed to particular stakeholders by the stakeholder adding
the comment or note. For example, a user may add a note and
select a stakeholder identifier from a drop down menu to push
a message relating to their note to that stakeholder. The mes-
sages could also be subscribed to by particular stakeholders
such that a stakeholder could configure which messages they
would receive, the content of the messages, and how often the
messages would be sent. For example, a security specialist
could set their subscription to only send them messages that
were flagged by stakeholders as requiring input from a secu-
rity specialist. As another example, a project management
user could set their subscription to send them an SMS mes-
sage whenever a comment or note was marked urgent, and to
route all other messages regarding comments and notes to
their personal email.

Numerous features described above can be used to keep
track of when and if various users have been read and by who.
For example, whether or not a note has been read by a user
could be tracked on a per user basis. This could happen
explicitly by marking a comment or note read as the user
making the mark has been identified by a user. The tracking
could also be done implicitly be tracking whether a user has
scrolled to a comment or have been expanded. For example,
when the comments associated with a note are expanded by a
user the system will track all of the comments as having been
read by the user that expanded the note comments. This
tracking information could also be sent to various stakehold-
ers in the messages described above. In particular, in situa-
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tions where the user or viewer that creates a note or comment
can assign the note or comment to a particular stakeholder or
particular class of stakeholders, that user or viewer can
receive a message when the comment has been viewed by that
stakeholder or class of stakeholders. The messages could
include the particular identity of the stakeholder that read the
comment. In these situations, only the particular stakeholder
or class of stakeholders identified by the user or viewer when
they created the note or comment may be able to mark a note
or comment as read.

The informational content of the messages can vary. The
message could just state that a comment or note was added or
could include the entire contents of the note. Those contents
may include a link to a rendering of the design or a file that
was attached to the note or comment. The messages could
identify the design and version in situations where stakehold-
ers were collaborating on multiple designs or multiple ver-
sions of the same design. The messages could also identify the
identity of the user or viewer that made the note or comment.
The messages could also identify the stakeholders that were
indicated as being responsible for addressing the note or
comment. The message could also include a simple link to a
rendering of the design in a player.

The content of the message can change based on the type of
comment, note, or design change to which the note is
directed. For example, a design change indicating that a ver-
sion of the design was published or ready for review could
trigger an email with a link to a rendering of the design in a
player. Emails with links to a rendering of the design could be
pushed automatically to all users associated with a project or
individual users could be selected as recipients for the email.
As another example, notes or comments that are marked with
a “HIGH” priority could trigger the delivery of a message
with the entire contents of the note or comment; while a note
or comment that is marked with a “LOW” priority could
trigger the delivery of a message indicating that a low priority
comment or note was added.

Although embodiments of the invention have been dis-
cussed primarily with respect to specific embodiments
thereof, other variations are possible. Various configurations
of'the described system may be used in place of, orin addition
to, the configurations presented herein. Those skilled in the
art will appreciate that the foregoing description is by way of
example only, and is not intended to limit the invention.

Any of the methods described herein can be conducted
through the use of a computer system 400 as shown in F1G. 4.
For example, the design environment could be provided by a
processing system 401 acting in tandem with a memory 402.
A user 403 would be able to access the design environment
through the use of a routing system 404 and a user interface
system 405. Any method steps involving providing or accept-
ing things to and from a user can be conducted using interface
system 405. Any method steps involving executing an action
can be conducted using processing system 401 alone or in
combination with memory 402. FIG. 4 is only an illustrative
computer system that is amenable to operation in accordance
with embodiments of the present invention and variant com-
puter system topologies may be used in its stead. Nothing in
this description should limit the processor of processing sys-
tem 401 to a single processor, as the function of this block can
be accomplished by multiple physical processors located
either on a single work station or server, or distributed through
anetwork. It is not essential for memory 402 to be physically
distinguishable from processing system 401, as they are
merely illustrated as separate blocks for purposes of invoking
common conceptions of how computing systems operate.
Routing system 404 could be the internal routing system of a
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single work station, a LAN, a WAN, a wired or wireless
network, the Internet, or any other system capable of routing
signals. User interface system 405 could be a work station, a
computer, a mobile phone or other mobile device, or any
computing device or group of computing devices capable of
receiving inputs from a single user or group of users. FI1G. 4
should also not be taken to indicate that the invention can only
involve design environments or design programs that may
only be accessed by one user as there could be multiple users
403 and that group of multiple users 403 could access the
design environment using any number of routing systems
404. Those users could also access the design environment
simultaneously.

While the specification has been described in detail with
respect to specific embodiments of the invention, it will be
appreciated that those skilled in the art, upon attaining an
understanding of the foregoing, may readily conceive of alter-
ations to, variations of, and equivalents to these embodi-
ments. These and other modifications and variations to the
present invention may be practiced by those skilled in the art,
without departing from the spirit and scope of the present
invention, which is more particularly set forth in the appended
claims.

What is claimed is:

1. A system comprising:

a first workstation that instantiates a graphical design envi-
ronment that provides a drag and drop interface to a first
user, wherein the drag and drop interface allows a first
user to add a widget to a design;

a note interface in the graphical design environment that
displays a note field for accepting a text string from the
first user;

an intermittent coded representation of the design that: (i)
is exported from the design environment; and (ii)
includes a set of at least two widgets that includes the
widget;

a second workstation that instantiates a first design player
that renders the design using the intermittent coded rep-
resentation for a second user after the design has been
exported from the graphical design environment;

a first discussion interface that: (i) is displayed in the first
design player consistently with the design; (ii) displays
the text string from the first user as a note; and (iii)
accepts a first comment from the second user regarding
the note;

an interface element that: (i) is in the first discussion inter-
face with the note; and (ii) when selected, places the first
design player into a state wherein a selection of the
widget by the second user links the note with the widget,
wherein the state exposes each widget in the set of at
least two widgets for selection by the second user;

a third workstation that instantiates a second design player
that renders the design using a copy of the intermittent
coded representation for a third user after the design has
been exported from the graphical design environment;

a second discussion interface that: (i) is displayed in the
second design player consistently with the design; and
(ii) accepts a second comment from the third user; and

a data store that is accessible to the graphical design envi-
ronment and the first design player, and that is not acces-
sible to the second design player;

wherein the first comment is displayed in real time in the
graphical design environment after being accepted in the
first discussion interface;
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wherein the second comment is displayed in the graphical
design environment after being accepted in the second
discussion interface, saved to disk, and imported into the
data store; and

wherein the text string and comment are stored in the data
store along with an indication of the widget selected by
the second user.

2. The system of claim 1, further comprising:

a scrollbar for the first discussion interface;

wherein the scrollbar allows the second user to scroll
through a set of notes that are each associated with
different portions of the design while viewing a fixed
portion of the design; and

wherein the set of notes includes the note.

3. The system of claim 1,

wherein:

the first and second design players are web browsers;

the design is a web site design; and

the second workstation provides a comment field in the first
discussion interface for accepting the first comment
from the second user.

4. The system of claim 1, further comprising:

a link in the first comment;

wherein selecting the link navigates the first user to a point
of the design associated with the first comment.

5. The system of claim 1, further comprising:

a subscription management interface that accepts a sub-
scription type selection from the first user;

wherein the subscription type selection includes a real time
or daily delivery option; and

wherein the first comment is delivered to the first user via
email in accordance with the subscription type selection
from the first user.

6. The system of claim 1, further comprising:

a selection reticle displayed by the first design player and
surrounding the widget;

wherein the selection reticle is displayed when the note is
selected in the first discussion interface.

7. The system of claim 1, wherein

the text string is restricted such that it can only be edited by
a predetermined set of users.

8. The system of claim 1, further comprising:

an expansion icon displayed in the first discussion interface
with the note;

wherein selecting the expansion icon hides and displays a
set of comments associated with the note; and

the set of comments includes the first comment.

9. The system of claim 1, further comprising:

a selectable icon associated with the first comment;

wherein selecting the selectable icon changes a status of
the first comment.

10. The system of claim 1, wherein:

the first discussion interface displays an identifier for the
first user with the note.

11. A computer-implemented method comprising:

providing a graphical design environment to a user using a
processor, wherein the graphical design environment
includes a drag and drop interface that allows the user to
add a widget to a design;

displaying a note field in a note interface in the graphical
design environment that accepts a text string from the
user;

exporting the design from the graphical design environ-
ment and storing the design as an intermittent coded
representation of the design in a markup language for-
mat, wherein a set of at least two widgets that include the
widget are exported with the design;
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rendering the design in a design player using the intermit-
ted coded representation of the design in the markup
language format;
displaying a discussion interface in the design player that:
(1) is displayed in the design player consistently with the
design; (ii) displays the text string from the user as a
note; (iii) has a scrollbar; and (iv) accepts a comment
from a second user regarding the note;
allowing the second user to use the scrollbar to scroll
through a set of notes that are associated with different
portions of the design while viewing a fixed portion of
the design;
inresponse to selection of an interface element that is in the
discussion interface with the note by the second user,
placing the design player into a state wherein each wid-
get in the set of at least two widgets is exposed for
selection by the second user as a selected widget, and
wherein selection of the selected widget by the second
user links the note with the widget; and
displaying the comment in the graphical design environ-
ment after being accepted in the discussion interface;
wherein the text string and comment are: (i) stored in a data
store along with an indication of the selected widget; (ii)
read from the data store and rendered by the design
player from the markup language format; and (iii) read
from the data store and displayed in the graphical design
environment from a design environment format; and
wherein the data store is accessible to the graphical design
environment and the design player.
12. The computer-implemented method of claim 11,
wherein:
a first workstation instantiates the graphical design envi-
ronment for the providing step;
a second workstation instantiates the design player;
the design player is a web browser;
the design is a web site design; and
the second workstation provides a comment field in the
discussion interface for accepting the comment from the
second user.
13. The computer-implemented method of claim 11, fur-
ther comprising:
providing a link in the comment; and
navigating the user to a point of the design associated with
the comment upon selection of the link by the user.
14. The computer-implemented method of claim 11, fur-
ther comprising:
displaying an expansion icon in the discussion interface
with the note;
wherein selecting the expansion icon hides and displays a
set of comments associated with the note; and
the set of comments includes the comment.
15. The computer-implemented method of claim 11, fur-
ther comprising:
displaying a selection reticle in the design player that sur-
rounds the widget;
wherein the selection reticle is displayed when the note is
selected in the discussion interface.
16. The computer-implemented method of claim 11, fur-
ther comprising:
displaying the comment in the graphical design environ-
ment in real time after the comment is accepted in the
discussion interface.
17. The computer-implemented method of claim 11, fur-
ther comprising:
restricting access to the text string such that it can only be
edited by a predetermined set of users.
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18. The computer-implemented method of claim 11, fur-
ther comprising:

providing a subscription type selection option to the user

via a subscription management interface, wherein the
subscription type selection option includes a real time or
daily delivery option; and

delivering the comment to the user via email in accordance

with a selected delivery option from the subscription
type selection option.

19. The computer-implemented method of claim 11, fur-
ther comprising:

associating a selectable icon with the comment;

wherein selecting the selectable icon changes a status of

the comment.

20. The computer-implemented method of claim 11, fur-
ther comprising:

displaying an identifier for the user with the note in the

discussion interface.

21. Non-transitory computer-readable media storing
instructions for executing a computer-implemented method
comprising:

providing a graphical design environment to a user using a

processor, wherein the graphical design environment
includes a drag and drop interface that allows the user to
add a widget to a design;

displaying a note field in a note interface in the graphical

design environment that accepts a text string from the
user;

exporting the design from the graphical design environ-

ment and storing the design as an intermittent coded
representation of the design in a markup language for-
mat, wherein a set of at least two widgets that includes
the widget are exported with the design;

rendering the design in a design player using the intermit-

ted coded representation of the design in the markup
language format;

displaying a discussion interface in the design player that:

(1) is displayed in the design player consistently with the
design; (ii) displays the text string from the user as a
note; (iii) has a scrollbar; and (iv) accepts a comment
from a second user regarding the note;

allowing the second user to use the scrollbar to scroll

through a set of notes that are associated with different
portions of the design while viewing a fixed portion of
the design;
in response to selection of an interface element thatis in the
discussion interface with the note by the second user,
placing the design player into a state wherein each wid-
get in the set of at least two widgets is exposed for
selection by the second user as a selected widget, and
wherein selection of the selected widget by the second
user links the note with the widget; and
displaying the comment in the graphical design environ-
ment after being accepted in the discussion interface;

wherein the text string and comment are: (i) stored in a data
store along with an indication of the selected widget; (ii)
read from the data store and rendered by the design
player from the markup language format; and (iii) read
from the data store and displayed in the graphical design
environment from a design environment format; and

wherein the data store is accessible to the graphical design
environment and the design player.
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22. The non-transitory computer-readable media of claim
21, wherein:

a first workstation instantiates the graphical design envi-
ronment for the providing step using a first portion of the
computer-readable media;

a second workstation instantiates the design player using a
second portion of the computer-readable media;

the design player is a web browser;

the design is a web site design; and

the second workstation provides a comment field in the
discussion interface for accepting the comment from the
second user.

23. The non-transitory computer-readable media of claim

21, wherein the method further comprises:

receiving a selection of a link in the comment from the
user; and

focusing a display of the design on a point of the design
associated with the comment after receiving the selec-
tion of the link in the comment from the user.

24. The non-transitory computer-readable media of claim

21, wherein the method further comprises:

displaying an expansion icon in the discussion interface
with the note;

wherein selecting the expansion icon hides and displays a
set of comments associated with the note; and

the set of comments includes the comment.

25. The non-transitory computer-readable media of claim

21, wherein the method further comprises:

displaying a selection reticle in the design player that sur-
rounds the widget;

wherein the selection reticle is displayed when the note is
selected in the discussion interface.

26. The non-transitory computer-readable media of claim

21, wherein the method further comprises:

displaying the comment in the graphical design environ-
ment in real time after the comment is accepted in the
discussion interface.

27. The non-transitory computer-readable media of claim

21, wherein the method further comprises:

restricting access to the text string such that it can only be
edited by a predetermined set of users.

28. The non-transitory computer-readable media of claim

21, wherein the method further comprises:

receiving a subscription type selection option from the user
to switch a comment subscription frequency between
daily and real time;

receiving a second text string from the second user via the
design player, wherein the second text string is stored as
a second comment on the note in the data store; and

delivering the second comment to the user via email in real
time after the second comment is received in the design
player in the second text string receiving step.

29. The non-transitory computer-readable media of claim

21, wherein the method further comprises:

associating a selectable icon with the comment;

wherein selecting the selectable icon changes a status of
the comment.

30. The non-transitory computer-readable media of claim

21, wherein the method further comprises:

displaying an identifier for the user with the note in the

discussion interface.
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